RENDEZVOUS IN HELL

"Why aren't you at the ball?" Madame de La Monnerie asked.

Jean-Noel looked at his sister.

"You sent for us. Granny/' she replied.

Madame de La Monnerie did not hear the answer; but she came out
of her torpor.

Her eyes grew brighter.

" Ah, there you are/' she said; "I must talk to you."

The obsession with the secret she had to reveal had returned. She
slightly eased her spine, which hurt her, moved her hand, and turned
her head towards the nun on duty.

"Go away for a moment/' she said.

Even though her voice was very weak, she had regained her author-
ity. The nun went out.

For a few seconds more Madame de La Monnerie gazed at the young
people, wondering suddenly whether what she was going to tell them
had really happened; she felt she was pursuing a dream begun some
previous night.

"There are two things I have to tell you/5 she said. "The first,
which many people know, though it has been concealed from you, is
that your father committed suicide. Yes, I know that you have been
told it was an accident. He shot himself in the head."

For a moment Jean-Noel wondered whose hand it was touching the
back of his neck. Then he realized that he had raised his own to that
sensitive spot.

.'   "The second, which nobody knows, except the huntsman Laverdure
and myself ..." the dying woman went on.

The room smelt atrociously of medicines. At least this was the only
^external fact of which Jean-Noel and Marie-Ange were at that moment
4 aware.

"The second thing," went on Madame de La Monnerie, "is that
your mother was murdered by her second husband, your stepfather, De
Voos. He was drunk and jealous. Colonial hysteria. Laverdure was
splendid. He spared us a scandal. You must always be grateful to him.
I wanted you to know in case that adventurer De Voos should ever
reappear. There, now you know. I have waited as long as I could
before telling you. Never repeat this to anybody. These are family
secrets."

J:>r the two young people the air no longer even smelt of medicines,
presence of death in the room seemed to have robbed the atmo-
sphere of its vital sustenance.

Jean-Noel and Marie-Ange looked at each other and were astonished
at each other's pallor. And yet they had no sensation of suffering.
Marie-Ange's delicate nostrils had become quite translucent,

"I hope Marie-Ange is not going to faint/' Jean-Noel thought, and
put out his hand to clasp his sister's. There were immediate questions
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